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Cartagena at a Glance 
Cartagena de Indias ,  the so -cal led Heroic City,  is  located in Colombia’s  northernmost region, a long 
i ts  Car ibbean coast declared by UNESCO as a World Heritage Site in 1984. Founded in 1533, Carta-
gena has a  long and r ich history ,  serving as a home to viceroys and other nobil i ty  and as  a  nexus  of  
polit ica l  and economic act ivity .  Today it  i s  the f if th - largest city in  Colombia,  total ing around 
1,239,430 inhabitants .  I ts  expanding economy is  growing at one of  the fastest rates in  the country .  
The f ive most important sectors for the region include: Petrochemicals ,  Plast ics ,  Tour ism ( including  
meetings,  incentives ,  conferences,  and events ) ,  Industr ia l  maintenance, and International t rade logis-
t ics  that comes with being a major port  city overlooking the Caribbean.  

Cartagena is  the capita l  of the State of  Bol ívar and the largest industr ial  ci ty with the most robust  
economy among a l l  of the departments that make up Colombia’s  Caribbean coast .  The city is  a major  
petrochemical industr ial  cluster based in  the Mamonal  Industr ial  Area with the modern Refinery at  i ts  
center .  

In 2014,  about 7 ,700 new businesses were registered with the Chamber of  Commerce,  an increase of 
11.6 percent  compared to the previous year .  Including these new businesses ,  there are 28,077 compa-
nies in  the city.  Cartagena fa l ls  into the “upper middle income” category, with a Gross Domestic  
Product (GDP) per capita of USD$ 7,780.  

Why Cartagena? 

As the country’s  fourth nat ional industr ia l  center and the f irst  industr ial ized city overlooking the  
Caribbean coast ,  Cartagena’s  centra l  locat ion makes it  an ideal center for international trade. The c ity  
is  a  short 40 minute f l ight to Panamá, and a 4 .5 hour f l ight  from New York.  The port is  approximate-
ly 2 .5 days away by sea from Florida and f ive days away from the East Coast .   

The city is  the nation’s  largest producer of industr ial  chemical products .  Cartagena’s  wor ld -class Re-
f icar ref inery has a  processing capacity of up to 165,000 barrels  of  oi l  per day ( including heavy  and 
sour crude s lates of API 20) with several  treatment  processes that  include hydrocrackers ,  hydrotreat-
ers ,  catalyt ic  reformers,  and petrochemical  coke systems that  produce high -value u ltra- low sulfur 
fuels ,  and petrochemical raw mater ia ls  (ethylene/vinyl/styrene and olef ins) .   

The Port  of Cartagena is  the fourth -largest in a l l  of Latin  America ,  and the bay has a  depth of  20.5 
meters ,  capable of receiving new Panamax ships and Post -Panamax cargo ships.  It  is  the hub of 93 
percent of  the country ’s  shipborne cargo,  and the city  boasts  a var iety of  free zones , or  areas with 
specif ic customs and tax regulat ions to promote business ,  in addit ion to industr ia l  parks and storage 
infrastructure.   

 



Current Market Outlook 
Over the last  f ive years ,  Cartagena has had the greatest industr ial  investment  of al l  the c i t ies  in  Co-

lombia .  The Mamonal  industr ial  sector  contr ibutes 5 percent  to the national  GDP and 15 percent to 

the nation’s  manufacturing exports .  

According to the World Bank Group’s 2015 Doing Business report ,  Cartagena is  ranked 6 t h  among 

the surveyed 23 Colombian cit ies  for Ease of Start ing a Business .  Register ing a company in  Cartage-

na usual ly takes around 14 days,  less than half  the 29.4 day average for Latin  America & the Car ibbe-

an. The registrat ion cost as a percentage of income per capita tota ls  at  around 7.6 percent ,  in sharp 

contrast to the region’s  31 percent average. Furthermore, the Paid -In-Minimum Capital  as  a percent-

age of income per capi ta is  zero percent,  compared to the region’s  2 .8 percent .  The number of pro-

cedures necessary to open a business total  9 ,  on par  with the region’s  8 .3 day average. Al l  of  this  

amounts to a more fr iendly business environment.  
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Best Prospects  

Opportunit ies  for investment in Cartagena include:  

Growth in  Cartagena’s  construction industry  totaled 56 percent in 2014.  Construction of homes ac-

counted for the vast majority of the growth, with hotels ,  enterprise ,  and businesses  accounting for 13 

percent,  11 percent,  and 8 percent,  respectively.  

Cartagena is  the leader in petrochemicals and plastics product ion and exports in Colombia.  It ’s  Re -

f icar  ref inery wi l l  al low Cartagena to expand the petrochemicals  and plast ics  c luster with over US 

$1.7 Bil l ion in addit ional modernizat ion and expansion plans by companies such as Propilco , Mexi-

chem, Dow, Ajover,  Biofi lm, and Yara,  among others .  The object ive is  to reduce imports of raw 

chemicals  l ike propylene, styrene, and its  der ivat ives .   

The metallurgy industry in Cartagena consists  of 215 registered businesses ,  four  of which number 

among the largest in the nation.  The larger Bol ívar  department is  also heavi ly invested in this  indus-

try,  account ing for  68 percent of shipyard exports and 13 percent of metal lurgical  products in Colom-

bia.  

The tourism industry is  rapid ly  expanding in Cartagena. Between 2005 and 2009, the number of pas-

senger and cruise arr ivals  to dock at  the Port of Cartagena jumped exponent ia l ly ,  from around 50,000 

passengers in less than 40 cruise ships to around 275,000 passengers in approximately 170 cruise 

ships.  Among al l  the ci t ies  in  Latin America,  Cartagena ranks 7th in terms of the number of  interna-

t ional convent ions held there ,  even higher -ranked than the nation’s  capital .  

Cartagena’s  port is  the fourth -most important in Latin America ,  rendering the port  logist ics sector a 

vita l  industry for the economy of the c ity .  In 2014, the port zone moved approximately 31.7 mil l ion 

tons, accounting for 66 percent of  containerized cargo, 59 percent of  external commercia l  operat ions, 

and 93 percent of international cargo transit  for Colombia .  
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Challenges 
While the ease of start ing a business and deal ing with construction permits  makes opening a business  

in Cartagena an attract ive prospect ,  the diff iculty of register ing property and paying taxes as com-

pared to other  cit ies  in Colombia has led the World Bank Group to rank the city #18 on its  ease of 

doing business metr ic.  

 

Register ing a property requires twelve steps as opposed to the seven step average in  Lat in America & 

the Caribbean. However,  these procedures usual ly span around a per iod of 33 days as opposed to the 

63 day average and cost around 2.6% of  the property value,  wel l  below the 6.1% average.  As a result ,  

register ing a property in Cartagena can st i l l  be done with relat ive ease.  

 

Paying taxes in Cartagena involves 16 payments per  year ,  around half  the average number of pay-

ments in Latin  America & the Caribbean, and takes  roughly 203 hours to complete,  much less than 

the 361 area average. The total  tax rate as a percentage of profit  is  substantial ly larger than the aver-

age in  Latin  America & the Caribbean at  71.9% compared to 47.7%. This dispar ity  comes from labor  

taxes,  labor contr ibut ions, and other taxes,  as  the profit  tax is  pret ty much on par with the average 

for the area at  20.7%.  

 

Overal l ,  even in its  weakest  areas Cartagena s t i l l  consistently outperforms Caribbean and other Lat in 

American c it ies  according to the World Bank Group’s metr ics .  Furthermore,  there are a  var iety of  

other factors not considered in  the analys is  that are very important  for running a business in Colom-

bia such as in it iat ing and mainta ining posit ive business relat ionships .  

 

Tips for Success 
U.S. companies should consider appointing a local representat ive to invest igate market ing opportuni-
t ies  and establ ish sa les  networks .  Success in Cartagena is  very dependent  on relat ionships.  Build ing a 
network of  potential  customers through a local  representat ive is  the best way to enter  the market .   
U.S.  exporters are encouraged to contact AmCham Cartagena and the U.S. Commercial  Service  at  the 
U.S.  Embassy to obtain a market br ief ing and request ass istance in  arranging appointments during a 
business tr ip  to Cartagena.  

Identify ing a legal  par tner ear ly on wil l  help with executing contracts  and give the business a mild 
step up.   Local  legal  representat ion gives you the best chance of  success .  
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Web Resources: 
U.S.  Embassy Bogotá,  Colombia—http ://bogota.usembassy.gov/  

U.S.  Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement —http://trade.gov/fta/colombia/  

American Chamber of Commerce in Colombia —http://amchamcolombia.wordpress .com/  

Colombia ’s  Ministry of  Commerce, Industry and Tourism —http://www.mincit .gov.co/  

Colombia ’s  Ministry of  Foreign Relat ions —http://www.canci l ler ia.gov.co/  

Colombia ’s  Ministry of  Mines and Energy —http://www.minminas.gov.co/web/ingles  

Colombia ’s  Ministry of  the Environment —http://www.minambiente .gov.co/  

Colombia ’s  Ministry of  Transport—http://www.mintransporte .gov.co/  

 

Proven Trade Expertise 
Our global  network of trade profess ionals  i s  located throughout the United States  and in U.S.      

Embassies and Consulates  in  nearly 80 countr ies ,  including Colombia.  Whether you’re looking to 

make your f irst  export  sale or expand your business in Peru, we offer the trade counsel ing, market         

intel l igence, business matchmaking, and commercial  d iplomacy you need to connect with lucrat ive      

business opportunit ies .  Let us help you f ind the best opportunit ies  for your business in Colombia .  

 

Contact us today!  
U.S. Commercial Service Colombia 

Email: Office.Bogota@trade.gov 

Telephone: 571-275-2519 

Bogotá 

http://www.export.gov/colombia/ 

Twitter: @USCSColombia  

Facebook: USCSColombia 

 

AmCham Colombia – Cartagena 

Avenida San Martín, Centro Comercial Bocagrande, Of. 309 

Email: director@amchambaq.org    

Telephone: 575-665-7724 / 665-0481 

Cartagena 

http://www.amchamcartagena.org/ 

 

https://twitter.com/USCSColombia
mailto:director@amchamcartagena.org

